Assignment 1: Book Review
Remembering Abraham: Culture, Memory and History in the Hebrew Bible
Ronald Hendel, Oxford Academic Books, 2005.
Christianity is said to have its roots in Judaism and a very prominent figure in the Hebrew bible is Abraham. Abraham is considered as “father of faith” according to Christians being the direct recipient of God’s covenant and whom God called, set aside and interacted with one to one. This book does a great job of reflection on the subject of Abraham including a retrospective analysis of the significance Abraham and his continued relevance in Judaism, to God and how he is intricately linked to the success of the Israelites – the seeds of Abraham. 
Ronald Hendel portrays Abraham as an indisputable, heroic and exemplary personality all through his book and pontificate on the exceptional traits of Abraham both in principle and in practice. The first major argument in the book is predicated on “covenant”. Hendel clearly unveils the potency of covenant initiated by God Himself. Covenant is revealed in the book as the saving grace and a way of escape for the Israelites from their self-inflicted troubles as well as attacks, persecutions from their foes. “I will remember my covenant… and also my covenant with Abraham I shall remember”. This suggests how important the promise made by God to Abraham remains an eternal weapon of deliverance for the Israelites.
Hendel’s book makes comments about the two profound portraits of Abraham. The first one is his unusual faith and obedience to accept to sacrifice Isaac to God on the Mount of Moriah. The book of Genesis chapter 22 reveals how Abraham is resolute and ready to carry out the instruction given to him by God. Despite Isaac’s question to Abraham “…but where is the lamb for sacrifice”, Abraham is not worried but remains focused on the act of sacrificing Isaac. He responds to Isaac’s question by saying “my son God will provide for Himself the lamb for sacrifice”. This portrays Abraham as a man who has absolute faith in God and that he is prepared to accept his fate even if God does not provide an alternative sacrifice to his son. Hendel in the same vein reveals Abraham as a selfless individual who is really concerned and cares about the plight and predicaments of other people. Abraham is revealed as an intercessor and an advocate, that is, someone who stands between two parties to plead mercy for a seemingly guilty party. In the context of Hendel’s book and with reference to Gen 18: 16 – 33, the nation of Sodom and Gomorrah is considered immoral, rebellious, unrepentant and therefore deserves to receive the harsh judgment of God but Abraham persists in engaging God and relentlessly persuades God to save the soul of this nation from destruction. 
I wish to highlight three issues that are pivotal and are at the centre of discussion in this book.
Firstly, covenant is the predominant theme across Ronald Hendel’s book but the detail of the covenant between God and Abraham is not explicitly discussed to help the reader have full understanding of how and why the covenant is transcendental, ancestral and a key point of reference for the emancipation of the Israelites each time they find themselves in bondage. The overt explanation of the content of the covenant reached but initiated by God Himself could have added a greater depth of veracity to the discourse. This does not however disprove the existentialism of the covenant between God and Abraham and its generational salvific power because it is obvious that without its existence, there could have been no consistent means of escape from the perpetual slavery, plagues, extermination and afflictions experienced by the Israelites.
Secondly, the author claims that God’s memory and remembrance of Abraham reawakens his original commitment to Israel. This raises a bit of a doubt about the memory and remembrance of God. What does God remember or who does He remember? One can further enquire whether God remembers His covenant (the invaluable promise of God) or the person of Abraham who is a generational figure in the Hebrew bible and direct recipient of God’s promise. Another school of thought may argue that the memory and remembrance of God is hinged on both God’s covenant and Abraham as pointed out in the book “also my covenant with Abraham I shall remember”. The question about who or what God remembers does not nullify the claim of Hendel in his book that God remembers Abraham but a succinct or an elaborate explanation of the two superimposed themes in the discourse would have helped to demystify the symbiotic relationship between the two key terms with much more clarity for the reader.
Thirdly, the author portrays Abraham as a two-faced character by being quiet and responsive to sacrifice his only son as instructed and on the contrary by being persistently defensive of Sodom and Gomorrah in the midst of their immoralities. This juxtaposition of description of the two roles played by Abraham may pose a subtle negative question about the true faith of Abraham and the true definition of obedience. Ronald Hendel could have shed more light on the scenarios where Abraham is involved. The first scenario is a personal specific instruction given by God to Abraham which requires immediate action from Abraham. The second scenario is slightly different because it is about destruction of the whole nation and as such, Abraham, with his very cordial relationship with God, with his virtue of compassion like God Himself, as a patriarch of the new generation is moved to intercede and exercise his faith as a founding father and a man of faith. 
In conclusion, none of my critique is meant to disclaim the narrative of the author regarding Abraham, his faith, his covenant with God and his relevance from generation to generation. I believe Ronald Hendel has written a robust and thoughtful account of Abraham, his relationship with God and his exceptional act of faith in obeying God’s instruction regarding his son. Hendel gives a vivid narrative of all that could be said about Abraham. In fact, the account of Abraham given in his book is much more sufficient to have a good grasp of the life of Abraham. The use of the phrase “father of faith” to describe Abraham suggests he is not just relevant or influential in the Hebrew bible (Judaism) but also a point of reference in the Christian faith. Hendel makes this very glaring in his book and has supported it with copious examples and analysis from the bible. The structure of his account about Abraham is clearly laid out, sequential, logical and interconnected. The content of the narrative of Abraham as written by Hendel is detailed, extensive and captures facts and information about Abraham’s acts of faith, ancestry, genealogical matters, the exility and the captivity of the Israelites and their freedom and deliverance as a result of the covenant with Abraham and God’s commitment, unrelenting faithfulness to His word and by always remembering the patriarch of the Israelites – Abraham.
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